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Leadership teams supporting teacher wellbeing by
improving the culture of an Australian secondary school
Geoffrey W. Lummis, Julia E. Morris, Catherine Ferguson, Susan Hill and
Graeme Lock
Edith Cowan University, Australia
This research explored teachers’ experiences of school and their work-related wellbeing,
from the perspective that work-related wellbeing is an organisational responsibility. A
single case study was enacted in an urban Western Australian secondary school to
explore the relationship between school organisational health and teacher wellbeing. A
mixed method pre-test phase determined professional growth, professional interaction
and role clarity were areas of organisational health that yielded divergent responses from
staff. Subsequently, the school’s leadership team implemented interventions to improve
these domains, and post-intervention data collection was conducted 18 months later to
determine any changes. Qualitative data showed improvements in the professional
growth and professional interaction domains, with staff reporting that professional
learning summary sessions and mentoring conversations between teachers and the
principal were beneficial strategies to improve teachers’ school experiences. Role clarity
was not so easily addressed, as the school suffered a series of crisis events during the
research process that resulted in an emphasis on improving student services roles within
the school. Consequently, role clarity was not achieved across the whole school staff.
The qualitative data describe the complexity of addressing teacher wellbeing through
organisational health, and specific strategies that leadership teams can implement to
develop a supportive, collaborative staff culture at school.

Introduction
Principals and their leadership teams work within a global economic framework that
increasingly directs the educational agenda (Beatty & Campbell-Evans, 2020; Gurd, 2013;
Lingard & Lewis, 2016). In Australia, schools are expected to provide an inclusive
educational experience that embraces the uniqueness of each school community, while
also adhering to mandated policies and professional standards as outlined by the
Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership (AITSL, 2015; Watterston &
Caldwell, 2011). At a time where there is debate about the state of the teaching profession
(Australian Government, 2019) and in light of a difficult few years with COVID-19
changing educational practice, teacher and student wellbeing is at the forefront of many
leaders’ (Beatty & Campbell-Evans, 2020; Waters et al., 2021) and policymakers’ agendas
(Dabrowski, 2020; Department of Education, Skills and Employment, 2020).
This research takes the stance that teacher wellbeing is not only personal, but an
organisational responsibility (Falecki & Mann, 2021; Waters et al., 2021). Wellbeing is a
“community and worldwide concern” (Falecki & Mann, 2021, p. 176) that needs to be
managed by organisations before it leads to burnout, stress and teacher attrition especially in urban contexts (Brouskeli et al., 2018; Cowley, 2019). The case study reported
here was part of a series of investigations conducted in three urban secondary schools,
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focused on school organisational climate and culture. This focus was chosen as staff
culture influences how students perceive school culture, with positive staff cultures
fostering more positive learning cultures school-wide (Weiner & Higgins, 2017). Given
that organisational health is tied to the unique context of a school (Hart et al., 2000), the
case studies proceeded differently, yielded different results and hence are reported
separately (see Morris et al., 2020). This paper draws on qualitative data from teachers and
school leaders at the case study site to explore how leadership-driven interventions aimed
at improving teachers’ professional growth, professional interactions and role clarity were
perceived by staff. These data are presented in response to the overarching research
question:
How do school-led interventions to improve organisational health affect
teachers’ work-related wellbeing? And in this case specifically, how do
interventions on professional growth, professional interactions and role clarity
affect the school culture, and in turn, alter teachers’ experiences of school?
While not an initial aim of the study, the qualitative findings presented also show how
school interventions respond to community crisis. During the research the school
experienced a series of crisis events which caused significant emotional disruption and
trauma to both staff and students. These incidents stemmed from mental health issues,
commonly expressed in the literature about secondary school climate (Lester & Cross,
2015). As a mark of respect to those people still enduring the healing process and to
protect the anonymity of the case study site, details of the incidents will not be disclosed.
Consequently, the case study findings show the impacts (both positive and negative) of
school staff managing complex circumstances and navigating the difficult course of
wellbeing when there is also a need for compliance to the system.

Teacher wellbeing
Teachers’ work-related wellbeing is about how positive teachers feel about the functioning
of their workplace and their role within it (Collie et al., 2016; Cowley, 2019; Turner &
Theilking, 2019). Consequently, teacher wellbeing is comprised of internal, relational and
external factors (Acton & Glasgow, 2015, Cowley, 2019). Whilst intrinsic factors such as
autonomy and job satisfaction (Acton & Glasgow, 2015; Granziera et al., 2020) are critical
to teacher wellbeing, this paper specifically focuses on relational factors such as
professional working relationships, and extrinsic factors such as school culture (Acton &
Glasgow, 2015; Brouskeli et al., 2018; Burns & Machin, 2013).
Teachers tend to have greater wellbeing, resilience (Brouskeli et al., 2018) and positive
emotional states when they feel they have positive professional relationships and a
supportive network (Acton & Glasgow, 2015; Le Cornu, 2013; Shirley et al., 2020). These
relationships include “implementing collaborative teams or mentoring relationships [that]
enabled professional growth” (Acton & Glasgow, 2015, p. 105). Leadership staff who are
collegial and establish a learning community (rather than a hierarchy of power) also help
to foster a supportive network for teachers (Butt & Rettalick, 2002; Turner & Theilking,
2019). The relationship between leadership staff and teacher staff is particularly relevant,
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as leadership staff and the overall climate and culture of a school have an impact on
teachers’ collective efficacy to manage the daily demands of teaching (Wilcox & Lawson,
2018).
Teachers’ wellbeing, and in particular, early career teachers’ wellbeing, can suffer when
heavy workloads lead to burnout and mental health issues (Glazzard & Rose, 2020; Kelly
et al., 2019; Scott, 2019). These issues affect teacher retention and teacher wellbeing both
within and beyond school. For example, a Norwegian study (N = 2569) of elementary and
middle school teachers found that excessive workload and challenging student behaviour
are major tipping points which can increase family conflict and result in teacher attrition
(Burns & Machin, 2013). However, when teachers work in collaboration they can “be
productive in the midst of adversity” (Mintrop & Charles, 2017, p. 51). When dealing with
challenging situations in schools, professional collaboration can help teachers to
empathise with challenges and overcome grief or distress by looking to collectively build
better practices (Burns & Machin, 2013; Mintrop & Charles, 2017). Importantly, a strong
workplace culture is a critical factor in retaining educators in the profession (Brouskeli et
al., 2018; Kelly et al., 2019; Thorpe et al., 2020) as well as supporting their work-related
wellbeing.

School organisational health and implementing reforms
Just as teachers with positive wellbeing are an indicator of a positive school climate
(Turner & Theilking, 2019), teachers who are stressed or have mental health issues are
associated with negative school organisational health (Thorpe et al., 2020). School
organisational health encompasses school morale and the factors that affect morale,
including professional growth, recognition of staff and supportive leadership practices
(Hart et al., 2000).
One core component of organisational health is the relationship between teachers and
leaders. When there is sustained collaboration and dialogue between teachers and leaders
there is the ability to transform school practices for both staff and students (Sterrett &
Irizarry, 2015). When implementing school reforms, it is necessary for school leaders to be
sensitive to teachers’ wellbeing (Nguyen & Hunter, 2018). Morale and school climate
suffer when teachers are asked to do too much on top of their teaching loads, such as
taking up consultancy roles for school improvement (Nguyen & Hunter, 2018). When the
approach to school reform is more consultative and decision making is participative, there
is greater capacity for sustainable change and a more positive school culture (Berkovich &
Eyal, 2016; Devos, 2010; Shirley et al., 2020; Wilcox & Lawson, 2018). This extends to
principals and school leaders quickly and effectively managing staff concerns about school
reform (Derrington & Campbell, 2015), as well as recognising when change might have a
negative effect on wellbeing for part of the school’s population (e.g., students, teachers,
wider community) as everyone in the school system is interconnected (Shirley et al., 2020).
The establishment of a supportive school culture can promote a school climate
characterised by a general sense of contentment; that is, teachers report better
relationships with students and a better learning culture when they feel positive towards
their workplace (Beatty & Campbell-Evans, 2020; Weiner & Higgins, 2017).
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Independent public schools and accountability
Internationally, schools are expected to create and use data in order to evaluate and refine
their operational practices (Datnow & Hubbard, 2016). Yet, data can shape school culture
through the way in which they are selected and used (Acton & Glasgow, 2015; Datnow &
Hubbard, 2016). This is particularly important in independent public schools, schools that
are funded by State Education Departments but are governed independently by a school
board (Department of Education WA, 2020). In Australia, independent public schools
have the autonomy to employ their own staff and are given a one line budget that they can
manage to meet their school community’s needs (Department of Education WA, 2020).
Gathering data within the school’s specific context is essential to ensure that any reforms
meet the needs of their community, yet this approach can have negative impacts when
their use does not align with teachers’ values or the school’s teaching and learning culture
(Acton & Glasgow, 2015).
Data use in education is often related to school accountability (Schildkamp et al., 2017).
Heightened accountability in terms of policies and processes “impose additional hours,
work demands and personal burdens upon [teachers]” (McGrath-Champ et al., 2018, p. 1)
as they learn to create and use data effectively in their practice (Mandinach & Jimerson,
2016). The result of these work demands is a particularly important issue for early career
teachers, who often leave teaching due to discrepancies between the reality of teaching
and their expectations of what the profession would be like, or ineffective mentoring and
support mechanisms in place during their first years of teaching (Kelly et al., 2019; Scott,
2019). For those who stay in the profession, the incongruity between using data for
compliance and using data for teaching and learning growth can have a detrimental effect
on teacher wellbeing (Acton & Glasgow, 2015). Consequently, it is essential that teachers
see the production of data as beneficial for their professional growth and part of a positive
school culture.

Method
This study engaged a participatory action research (PAR) approach to examine school
organisational health, within the bounds of a single case study (Sanders, 2016). A single
case study was necessary for this research as each school context is unique and we sought
to acknowledge the staff perceptions of their individual school culture. Consequently, a
constructivist, interpretivist epistemology (Creswell, 2014), was applied to the research,
where the aim was to engage the participants in examining and shaping the social
constructions of organisational health and wellbeing within the school. An explanatory
case study approach (Yin, 2014) was used as the research sought to explore how codesigned interventions focused on school organisational health affected the school
culture, and in turn, supported better teacher wellbeing. Both quantitative (surveys) and
qualitative (focus groups) data were utilised.
Within the bounds of the case study, the PAR approach allowed for the school to have
greater ownership over and more active engagement with the research (Reason &
Bradbury, 2001). However, at this case study site the research was largely driven by the
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school’s leadership team to minimise burden on other staff. The leadership team’s choice
to implement the interventions privileges their voice in this research as they took
responsibility for what changes occurred, how they occurred and when they occurred
(Kemmis & McTaggart, 2005). Even though both teachers and leadership staff
contributed to the pre- and post-intervention phases of data collection, the control of the
intervention phase was not consistent with the democratic nature of PAR (Stapleton,
2021). Nevertheless, we have chosen to discuss this study as PAR as opposed to action
research as the data utilised to make the changes and the resultant response to these
changes came predominantly from the teaching staff. In spite of their limited formal
involvement in the intervention phase, it is our intention to be inclusive of multiple voices
in this research and to address issues of power that come from privileging specific voices
in research (Stapleton, 2021).
School context

The case study school is an urban secondary school in Western Australia, catering for over
700 students from years 7-12 (12 to 18-year-old students). It has been operating for
several decades but had recently become an independent public school. The school is
located in a lower socioeconomic area and has a higher proportion of students with socioeducational disadvantage (ACARA, n.d.) compared to the average Australian school. The
school had experienced a recent change of principalship prior to the research occurring,
but staff noted in the pre-test that they had a “good mixture of both old and new staff” at
the school. There were approximately 100 staff employed at the school, with 13 staff in
the leadership team, teachers in the range of 50-60 staff, and the remainder as school
support staff.
Sample

Approximately 50% of the whole school staff participated in the pre- and postintervention phases of data collection (details of the quantitative and qualitative data
collection are provided below.) When the school agreed to participate in the research, the
leadership team of 13 staff members actively supported the project’s pre- and postintervention focus groups. They also all helped in the co-design and implementation of
the intervention phase of the action research. Importantly, the Principal chose not to
participate in the pre- and post-intervention activities so the Principal's authority would
not affect the data collection. The Principal did, however, participate in the intervention
phase.
For the quantitative component of the research, 43 and 41 participants (leaders and
teachers), respectively, contributed to the pre- and post-intervention phases. For the
qualitative component, 22 teachers (in addition to the leadership team) participated in the
pre- and post-intervention phases. These were not the same 22 teachers on both
occasions, as four teachers in the post-intervention activity were new to the school and
could not have completed the pre-intervention phase.
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Across all participants (inclusive of both teaching and leadership staff), there was a
balance of genders represented at all data collection occasions. Approximately 40% of the
participants were aged 46 years or more.
Methods, instrumentation and analysis

The study occurred in three phases from 2016 to 2018. In the first (pre-intervention)
phase, the School Organisational Health Questionnaire (SOHQ) (Hart et al., 2000) was
administered to all staff. This survey measures staff morale and 11 associated factors that
affect morale, including appraisal and recognition, excessive work demands, professional
growth, professional interaction, supportive leadership and role clarity (Hart et al., 2000).
In accordance with the University’s Human Research Ethics Committee approval and
permission from the Education Department, the survey was made available online to all
staff and participation was voluntary and anonymous. Staff could also nominate to
participate in a follow up face-to-face focus group. Focus groups were conducted with
both teaching and leadership staff. These focus groups were conducted independently to
mitigate power imbalances, and the teacher focus group was conducted off-site to
maintain participant confidentiality. The first phase lasted from February to April 2016.
From the pre-intervention phase, the research team calculated descriptive statistics for the
SOHQ and deductively coded the verbatim transcripts from both focus groups against the
12 factors of the SOHQ, as listed in the previous paragraph. A report was provided to the
school in mid-2016, with the researchers suggesting intervention in one or more of the
following SOHQ areas:
1. Professional growth: staff had polarised views on this factor, with professional learning
being a key area of concern;
2. Professional interaction: overall this factor was more positive, but the staff noted that
interactions were largely discipline/department based and there was little
communication between departments or across the whole-school staff; and,
3. Role clarity: staff had responded particularly negatively to the items ‘my work objectives
are always well-defined’ and ‘I am always clear about what others at school expect of
me’, which the research team felt warranted further investigation.
The leadership team was presented with the independent analysis and given time to reflect
on what area/s they would like to focus on for the study. The leadership team decided to
enact interventions for all three of the identified factors, and decided that they would be
the team to lead the intervention phase across the school. To begin the intervention
phase, the leadership team completed a one-day workshop to unpack the pre-intervention
data and plan what would occur during the next phase in December 2016, with the aim to
begin interventions in the school during the 2017 academic year. The workshop was
facilitated by a well-respected retired school principal who had previously worked in
educational contexts with similar challenges to the case study school. The researchers
attended the workshop and took detailed field notes of the discussions. The leadership
staff returned to the school to implement interventions over the course of a year, with
their actions detailed in Table 1.
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Table 1: Alignment of leadership team’s interventions to the three research foci
SOHQ focus area
Professional growth

1.
2.

Professional
interaction

1.
2.
3.

Role clarity

1.
2.

Leadership intervention
Improve performance management processes and implement
classroom observation on a whole-school timeline to ensure
equity across learning areas.
Improve opportunities for staff to share professional learning
outcomes.
Implement professional conversations periodically
Scaffold teachers’ interactions across common areas of
interest (i.e., STEM).
Increase executive staff (Principal and Associates) presence in
learning area meetings to increase direct communication of
policies and processes.
Review staff workload.
Re-assign tasks so there is greater equity among staff.

In the final (post-intervention) phase, staff repeated the SOHQ. However, the approach
to the follow up focus groups was adjusted for this phase. The Principal disclosed to the
research team that a series of traumatic incidents had occurred at the school during the
intervention phase. Consequently, the interventions had to be revised and carefully
managed while the leadership team prioritised staff wellbeing outside of the context of
this research. As a result, the post-intervention phase was delayed (to approximately 18
months after the pre-intervention phase) and the teacher focus group was not conducted.
Instead, teachers could opt to write their qualitative responses within the survey. This
decision provided participants with total anonymity, and meant they could choose how
much they felt comfortable disclosing their views about the school culture and morale
without any pressure from their colleagues. It also removed the imposition on their time
to attend additional focus groups. The focus group with the school leadership team still
occurred face-to-face, a decision made by the leadership team. Again, the Principal agreed
not to be included in the final leadership team focus group to avoid their position of
power influencing responses.
The leadership focus group and the questions in the survey for teachers focused on the
same broad themes:
1. What interventions have been enacted/experienced since the workshop?
2. How have they been received/experienced?
3. What areas for improvement have been identified?
Like the pre-intervention phase, verbatim transcripts or survey text were thematically
analysed; however, in this phase, they were analysed against the three school foci chosen
for intervention. This final phase was conducted in late 2017, with the results being
presented to the school in early 2018.
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Findings
While both quantitative and qualitative data were collected within this case, this analysis
focuses on the findings from the qualitative data analysis. We have elected to concentrate
on the qualitative findings as the participants’ stories are the most appropriate data to
unpack the lived experience of teachers and leaders within the context of teacher
wellbeing and development of a positive school culture.
Professional growth

Initially, the staff who participated in the focus groups held polarised views on the
opportunities for professional growth at their school. Teachers’ discussions centred on the
challenges to undertake professional learning, especially in light of the industry
requirement to complete “100 hours over a 5 year period, 80 hours over a 4 year period, and 60
hours over a 3 year period,” as outlined by AITSL and state teacher registration bodies
(AITSL, 2017). Finding 20 hours per year to complete professional learning was hampered
by finance; namely, the ability for the school to pay for casual relief teacher cover and the
expense of professional learning courses: “Because of budget cuts you’re not really as supported or
encouraged to go to lots of [professional learning] … [unless they] develop you and the School’s priority
areas.” Teachers felt there was also a correlation between the cost and quality of
professional learning: “private organisations [offered] really good ones, although they are pretty
expensive, and the not so expensive ones are not so good.” As a result of funding issues and the
need to align professional learning directly to school priorities, teachers would often “rely
pretty much on the professional learning days here at the school.” While teachers felt that subject
specialisation development was lacking, they acknowledged that the school provided good
opportunities for teacher advancement, saying “[there] are a multitude of committees to sit on. It’s
open to all and there are plenty of things to do outside your normal teaching area to advance your
professional standing.”
As a result of these data, the leadership team focused on improving subject specialisation
professional learning. They implemented new performance management processes,
including classroom observation sessions. They also implemented opportunities for staff
to share professional learning outcomes, with staff members required to present
information from external professional learning sessions they attended when they
returned to school. This strategy took into consideration the need for better dissemination
of professional learning across the whole school staff while minimising cost.
At the conclusion of the study, participants explained the benefits of having their peers
summarise professional learning: “[Sharing] involves keeping up with cutting edge developments …
people come back and share it … to have that person take us through online resources and so forth …
staff found that very valuable.” They discussed how having teachers summarise professional
learning helped to contextualise their professional learning, as staff could take the key
messages and explain how these related to their specific school community’s needs.
The clearer communication of performance management strategies, including classroom
observation, also had a positive impact on staff. Teachers said: “I have taken part in more
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formal classroom observations this year, and the process of self-reflection is stronger …” The leadership
staff reflected on their new approach to performance management, saying they had
“deviated away from a one size fits all approach” and although “a lot of it still involves the growth
coaching model, all of it is underpinned by AITSL … the one thing which is not negotiable.” Teachers
acknowledged a positive change in this area, which also overlapped with role clarity:
“Performance management has set clear guidelines, providing clarity of my job description and role as a
teacher.”
For this school, performance management was extended to include the induction of new
staff in the school, with leadership staff stating: “The mentoring of new staff is going very well in
terms of making sure that they are up with what’s going on in the school, and they’ve got sufficient support
structures.”The support for new staff included classroom observation of other teachers: “…
to look for specific things such as common themes in presenting work, in an effort to standardise … the
STEM approach [at the school].”
In addition to supporting new teachers, the leadership team also focused on student
services staff, particularly due to the crisis events that had occurred in the school. This
approach was shared across staff who triage students in need: “We have put a lot of time and
money into the [professional learning] of the student services team … year coordinators have been offered at
least one [professional learning] activity and they’re sharing [it].”
Professional interaction

Initial data from staff suggested that professional interactions were generally positive.
However, the leadership team chose to explore this factor further because staff were
commenting about the siloed nature of subject departments. As one teacher summarised
in the pre-intervention data:
As a learning area we spend so much time together … we sort of live in our learning
areas. We take lunch together, we organise our spare time … we are constantly feeding
off each other and engaging professionally … We would like to spend more time
engaging cross-curricular, having professional conversations. But that’s not always
possible.

The teaching staff explained how whole school events meant social interactions were
positive among staff, such as “staff versus staff competitions, like games at lunchtime”, but these
opportunities did not allow for professional interactions about learning and teaching to
occur. They described cross-curricular interactions as being “not sustainable.”
However, teachers did note that some staff were really good at working collaboratively
due to the nature of their roles. They explained, “the chaplain, student services and the student
counsellor are readily available and are always willing to help where they can, and offer advice even when
they are extremely busy.” Teachers explained how interacting with these staff, who operate
outside of learning area departments, were valuable professional growth experiences. They
enjoyed the opportunities “to form and build relationships” beyond their own department
walls.
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Based on the initial staff feedback, the leadership team chose to scaffold opportunities for
greater professional interactions about learning and teaching in the school. They decided
to implement periodic professional conversations with staff, and scaffold teachers’
interactions in the STEM area through making sure that time was blocked out on the
timetable to allow these staff to collaborate. The leadership team also made a schedule for
attendance at learning area meetings so that Heads of Department did not have to relay
messages from the executive team. This approach aimed to increase direct communication
between teachers and executive staff.
The increased visibility of leadership staff was seen as a key improvement in the postintervention data. A Head of Department relayed feedback from one of her teachers
through the following anecdote:
The Deputy Principal came to … combined learning areas do professional learning on
behaviour management and a second year out teacher actually asked a question [about
changing the way staff access letters of commendation] … she was really, really chuffed
that as a second-year grad teacher she could bring something up … [and based on her
question we] actually get a whole school change, which was… really good.

There was consensus that “Executive [staff] being part of learning area meetings [provided] another
opportunity to make sure that the link from top to bottom is a little bit more seamless.” Another
example of this was periodic professional conversations:
[The Principal] has just spent quite a large proportion of his time interviewing Heads of
Learning Area and teaching staff … making a point of actually talking one-on-one with
teachers about how they’re going … that’s really quite time consuming, but nonetheless a
valuable experience.

In addition to the increased presence of executive leadership staff, there was more crosscurricular collaboration happening in the school. Teachers felt that “professional interaction
between learning areas is helping to build positive relations with others”, with more “focus on
professional conversations around effective teaching and learning practice.” The result of these
comments was that teachers felt there was “more cohesion-not only within learning areas, but
across learning areas, and better communication to all stakeholders.” Cross-curricular learning was
particularly evident in the STEM area, where staff focused on professional growth
activities as outlined in the previous section, with “every teacher in Maths, Science and the ICT
[Information and Communications Technology] department [being involved].” Yet, while teachers
found these types of collaborations really valuable, they also explained that “it is hard to find
time to interact with other departments due to workload commitments.”
Role clarity

In the pre-intervention data, staff responded particularly negatively to two items about
role clarity: ‘My work objectives are always well-defined’ and ‘I am always clear about what
others at school expect of me.’ These data prompted the leadership team to further
investigate role clarity within the research. In the pre-intervention qualitative data there
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were divergent perspectives. Staff explained how they were “really putting their souls into their
work”, but “everything else that comes the department’s way is the responsibility of the Head of Learning
Area.”
During the intervention phase, the leadership team set two goals to address role clarity: to
review staff workload, and to re-distribute tasks to improve equity between staff
members. While the Principal did have professional conversations (as outlined in the
previous section) to review individual staff member’s workloads, the most significant
improvement was observed around student services. Given the traumatic incidents that
had occurred in the school during the research, the need for additional student support
was heightened. Teachers commented that it was helpful to know where and how support
could be accessed for students:
Role clarity, a lot of it does come down to Student Services … we have actually changed
the structure … changed the physical rooms that they use … took another classroom
and changed that from being a classroom into Student Services so we could actually
triage our students.

The review of staff workload resulted in new thinking around Student Services as a whole.
Staff explained how “job clarity work within the Indigenous [area] has progressed … having a new
Deputy of Student Services [resulted in] a new strategic plan.” As part of the new strategic plan and
a greater emphasis in this space, “two school psychologists … divided a job and created another role”,
which provided more support to staff and students during challenging times.
While there were perceived improvements in regard to role clarity, there were also
concerns by the end of the research period: “Workload and equity of task distribution concerns
[me], if a staffer is a high performer, they tend to be allocated more work than others…” The
improvements in this area were also not school wide, with teachers in some departments
saying: “I have not noticed role clarity, job descriptions, or review of workload.” Given the incidents
faced by the school, the leadership team communicated that role clarity (except for
student services) was an ongoing area for improvement.
Mapping the interventions to AITSL’s Principal Standard

At the intervention workshop and post-intervention focus group, the leadership staff
made consistent reference to AITSL. As the leadership staff were responsible for
developing and implementing interventions based on the pre-intervention data, the
research team wanted to further investigate the degree to which AITSL was shaping the
leadership team’s foci. Documented in the researchers’ field notes are professional
conversations between the school leaders, researchers, and the independent facilitator
from the workshop. This documentation revealed the alignment of the interventions to
AITSL’s Principal Standard, and four of the five associated Professional Practices within this
Standard.
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Table 2: Mapping of research foci to AITSL’s Principal Standard
Professional Practices (AITSL, 2015)
Principal standard
Professional
Relevant sections from the Professional
practice
Alignment to research foci
practices descriptions (AITSL, 2015)
Leading
Principals have a key responsibility for
1. Professional growth:
teaching and developing a culture of effective teaching,
mentoring
learning
for leading, designing and managing the 2. Professional interaction:
quality of teaching and learning and for
collaboration of staff
students’ achievement in all aspects of
across learning areas
their development. (p. 14)
They set high expectations for the whole 1. Professional interaction:
school through careful collaborative
collaboration of staff
planning, monitoring and reviewing the
across learning areas
effectiveness of learning. (p. 14)
2. Professional interaction:
Principal conversations
with individual staff
Developing
Principals work with and through others 1. Professional growth: peer
staff and
to build a professional learning
summaries of professional
others
community that is focused on continuous
learning
improvement of teaching and learning.
2. Professional interaction:
(p. 15)
Principal conversations
with individual staff
Leading the
Principals use a range of data
1. Professional growth: peer
management management methods and technologies
summaries of professional
of the school to ensure that the school’s resources and
learning
staff are efficiently organised and
2. Role clarity: increase of
managed to provide an effective and safe
student services support
learning environment as well as value for
money. (p. 17)
Engaging and [Principals] create an ethos of respect
1. Professional growth:
working with taking account of the spiritual, moral,
professional learning for
the
social and physical health and wellbeing
student services team
community
of students (p. 18)
2. Role clarity: increase of
student services support
There were clear synergies between the interventions implemented in this research and the
Principal Standard. While the leadership team did not explicitly state their intention to
engage in research as part of addressing the Standard, the need to align all school practices
to the Standard was implied throughout the research.
What was explicit was the protection of teacher wellbeing throughout the research.
Interactions with the leadership team during and after the intervention phase confirmed
there were concerns about the research adding to the workload and stress of all school
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staff (including the leadership team) unless it was aligned to other school needs, such as
school compliance. These interactions between the researchers and leadership staff
highlighted the delicate balance between schools meeting compliance and reporting
requirements while actively supporting the work-related wellbeing of their staff.

Discussion
This case study explored how leadership-driven interventions focused on school
organisational health affected the school culture, and in turn, supported better teacher
wellbeing. In this case, professional growth, professional interaction, and role clarity were
selected as three domains of school organisational health that needed improvement. The
qualitative findings show the school climate was significantly impacted by the crisis events
that the school experienced, which added an additional challenge for staff in terms of their
wellbeing and dramatically increased the need for student services support. The trauma
experienced had repercussions for staff and student mental health and could
understandably have been a factor that diminished school climate (Thorpe et al., 2020).
However, the staff in this case study school gave multiple examples of how they came
together and collaborated during this period to help overcome their grief and establish
better practices in the school moving forward, consistent with the findings of previous
research (Burns & Machin, 2013; Mintrop & Charles, 2017; Turner & Theilking, 2019).
Overall, both teachers and leadership staff noticed greater collegiality among staff,
evidenced by increased cross-curricula work and collaboration with staff that broke down
learning area silos. While three unique domains were proposed for intervention at the
beginning of the study, the post-intervention qualitative data suggest there were many
synergies in the interventions put in place by the leadership staff. For example, having
staff share professional learning summaries both improved individual teachers’
professional growth and provided an opportunity for staff to have professional
interactions about teaching and learning that may not have occurred otherwise. Similarly,
having the Principal meet with each staff member individually to discuss their role and
how they align to the broader school structure demonstrates how leadership can enhance
role clarity as well as facilitate positive professional interactions between leaders and
teaching staff. Both of these strategies are examples of how staff can build supportive
networks and positive relationships at work, which in turn facilitates greater wellbeing and
enhances school culture (Acton & Glasgow, 2015; Brouskeli et al., 2018; Cowley, 2019; Le
Cornu, 2013; Morris et al., 2020; Turner & Theilking, 2019). The staff also gave examples
of how the leadership were aiming to break down power hierarchies by attending learning
area meetings and informally mentoring new staff, which is another approach to building
supportive networks (Butt & Rettalick, 2002), and consisent with our past research in this
field (Morris et al., 2020).
Role clarity experienced the least change of all three research domains, but it was a
domain that was clearly affected by the traumatic incidents experienced. Consequently,
leadership staff channelled their energy into improving student services support so they
could more quickly and effectively triage students with mental health or other issues. It is
interesting that professional interactions with student services was noted as being positive

218

Leadership teams supporting teacher wellbeing by improving the culture of an Australian secondary school

in the pre-intervention data, but that the changes to processes for referring students to
student services further enhanced teachers’ interactions with their department. This
experience is similar to Wilcox and Lawson (2018) who explained how collective efficacy
of teachers is enhanced when they have supportive networks that allow them to work
together efficiently, even in the face of adversity. Through establishing collegial networks,
teachers also build a sense of camaraderie that can enhance their work-related wellbeing.
From a leadership perspective, it was clear that this intervention was a direct response to
the crisis events they had experienced. This type of response is consistent with the
literature: “Leadership in times of crisis, however, is neither developmental nor futureorientated in its primary focus - it is about dealing with events, emotions and
consequences in the immediate present in ways that minimise personal and organisational
harm within the school community” (Smith & Riley, 2012, p. 69). This case study shows
the need for leadership to change focus in times of crisis to ensure they are supporting
their school staff and community.
While there were mixed perceptions of the impact of interventions on the school culture
and teachers’ experiences of school, the research exposed tensions between staff
participation in school change and staff wellbeing. The literature suggests that school
reform is most effective and sustainable when there is consultation and participative
decision making that involves diverse school staff (Berkovich & Eyal, 2016; Devos, 2010;
Morris et al., 2020; Wilcox & Lawson, 2018). However, Glazzard and Rose (2020) and
Nguyen and Hunter (2018) both cautioned that school leaders need to be sensitive to
teacher wellbeing when implementing reform, as school climate and teachers’ mental
health can suffer when reform results in additional workload for teachers. In this study,
the leadership staff were cognisant of the impact of workload on teachers and chose to
implement many of the interventions themselves to minimise the impact on staff.
However, the result of this decision was increased burden on the leadership team, with
some of the interventions being described as “quite time consuming.” It was evident that the
interventions resulted in an emphasis on procedural changes, although teaching staff did
suggest that the outcomes of these changes were mostly positive. It is crucial that teachers
see research data as being aligned to school improvement that supports their growth, as
teacher wellbeing can be negatively affected when they feel data are being used solely for
compliance or reasons that do not align with their personal values (Acton & Glasgow,
2015; Brouskeli et al., 2018). In this case study, the need to align school-based research
with AITSL was implied in researcher and leadership staff interactions; however, most
participants gave feedback that the interventions elicited positive changes to the staff
culture and helped to develop them professionally and individually.
Limitations

It should be acknowledged that participation in the overall study was limited to
approximately 50% of the whole school staff, and that some teachers who participated in
the post-intervention data collection were not at the school when the research
commenced. In addition, recruitment in this study was challenged by information
technology issues whereby many teachers’ email inboxes were full, resulting in invitations
to participate bouncing back to the research team. In discussion with the leadership staff
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at the school, this was a common occurrence due to the limit on email data by education
departments and the high frequency of contact between staff and the school community
within this case study school, particularly as they managed the fallout from the traumatic
incidents.
The disruption that occurred in the school meant that post-intervention data collection
was delayed, giving the school time to grieve and re-group prior to the concluding phase
of the research. Nevertheless, discussing teacher wellbeing, school culture and
organisational health are sensitive topics, and the voluntary participation of teachers
results in the potential for self-selection bias in the research. Given the sensitive nature of
the research it is also likely that teachers still deeply affected by the series of incidents that
occurred might opt-out of participating in this research.
In addition, as the leadership staff designed and implemented many of the interventions in
this study, there is a limit to which the research can be explained as participatory action
research. While there was strong participation from the leadership team with the research
team, the lack of buy-in from staff would have affected the outcome of the study and
minimised the democratic intent of the PAR method (Stapleton, 2021). Yet, as articulated,
this decision was clearly justified by the leadership staff to minimise the burden of
research on staff who already had intense workloads and high levels of stress at the
commencement of the study.

Conclusion
Education is a compliance-centred industry and principals and staff negotiate this
accountability daily (Beatty & Campbell-Evans, 2020; Gonski, 2011; Lingard & Lewis,
2016). Within this context, school leadership staff must balance managing accountability
and school reform with supporting staff wellbeing (Acton & Glasgow, 2015; AITSL,
2015; Butt & Rettalick, 2002; Shirley et al., 2020). The qualitative data from this urban
case study emphasised tensions that exist in trying to be inclusive of staff when making
whole-school changes while being sensitive to teachers’ workload and, in particular, the
negative effect of increasing workload on teacher wellbeing (Brouskeli et al., 2018;
Nguyen & Hunter, 2018). The leadership-implemented interventions reported in this
study appeared to have a positive impact on teachers’ experiences at school; however,
there were still improvements to be made to ensure these effects were felt across all areas
of the school. The incidents experienced by the school amid the research resulted in
unexpected challenges for the school staff that also impacted the research. Nevertheless,
the qualitative data suggest positive changes can come from a major school disruption
when staff work together to promote changes that facilitate supportive collaborative
practices and develop them as both professionals and individuals (Turner & Theilking,
2019).
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